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TECHNIQUES USEV BY EUGENE O'NEILL TO EXPRESS INNER
CONFLICTS OF HIS CHARACTERS
I N T R O D U C T I O N

It is the purpose of the investigator of this study to
prove that Eugene O'Neill shed light upon the inner conflicts of his characters by the use of various techniques.
Further attempt will be made to prove that the techniques
used gave dramatic reality to the deeper, inner, universal
struggle of the character to free himself from the forces
that cause him to be discontent.
Techniques throughout this study refer to the method
or system used to abstract and to project those forces from
within the character's subconscious mind.

The researcher

for this study will use to defend this hypothesis, these
techniques-sound effects, soliloquy, asides, the mask,
symbolic names, and visual imagery.
Inner conflicts throughout this study refer to struggles
within the character working against forces that are external.
This study does not include all of O'Neill's works.
It will be limited to a study of four dramas:

The Hairy Ape,

The Emperor Jones, The Great God Brown, Strange Interlude,
that seem to portray characters with strong inner conflicts.

The writer's purpose in making this study is to sharpen
the insight of the writer and the reader in the techniques
of this infrequently attempted type drama.
It is felt that this study will be of valuable assistance to scholars interested in interpreting the underlying
meanings in the works of Eugene O'Neill and in understanding
humanity in a different light.

The writer is also of the

belief that this research will aid in the appreciation of
the skillful and artistic techniques employed in the works
of America's great dramatist.
O'Neill showed a marked interest in the use of techniques in his "Memoranda on Masks" in 1932.

He stated that

he must find some method to present inner drama in his work
or confess himself incapable of portraying one of the most
characteristic preoccupations and uniquely significant spiritual impulses of his time.

He further expressed a form of

drama projected from a fresh insight into inner forces
motivating the actions and reactions of men and women. 1
Although it seems that the use of symbols is a part of
all imaginative writing, the writer is of the belief that
Eugene O'Neill used symbolic names and the mask as a technique to show inner reality in his characters.

The in-

vestigator intends to prove that these outward symbols stand
for or suggest something inward, or intangible.
1

Edwin Engel, quoting O'Neill in The Haunted Heroes of
Eugene O'Neill.
[Massachusettes, 1953], p. 93.

In a widely reprinted letter to New York Evening Post
of February 13, 1926, O'Neill explained to a puzzled public
some of the meanings of the technique of the mask in The
Great God Brown.

It seems that it is no accident that this

play marks O'Neill's first use of masks on the stage to
represent those warring forces, for The Great God Brown is
an explicit complex allegory of the "struggle to exist as
masks among the masks of the living. 112
All the characters of The Great God Brown wear, at one
time or another, a mask which the investigator intends to
prove, serves as a "barrier" between the individual and
society, which permits him to communicate more easily with
his fellows. 3
Barrett Clark has noted that it is not strange that a
young ambitious playwright, especially if he is interested
in saying something about life, should concern himself with
problems of technique.

Many skilled playwrights, having

learned to handle the tools of their trade, are content to
use them over and over again.

O'Neill seems, however, to

have been driven by some inner necessity to devise a new
set of tools every time he planned a new work. 4
2
ooris Falk, Eugene O'Neill and the Tragic Tension.
[New Jersey, 1958}, p. 99 .
3
Jolan Jacobi, The Psychology of Jung.
[New York, 1943],
p. 19.
4

p. 81.

Barrett Clark, The Man and His Plays.

[New York, 1947],

The writer intends to prove that O'Neill, in striving
to show inward struggle, used sound effects as a technique
to represent the emotions and ideas of his characters.
In The Emperor Jones , a drama of terror, the mounting
fear seems to be aided by effective sound; in The Hairy Ape,
the sound of the shovel is rhythmic.

Though the clash of

sound stuns one's ears, there is order in it, rhythm, a
mechanical regulated recurrence, a tempo.

5

The writer intends

to prove that this is one of O'Neill's techniques to represent the emotions and ideas of his characters.
Further, the attempt will be made to prove that O'Neill
gives a rather "complete exhibition of complexes, a picture
of moral and mental struggle," in his effective use of soliloquy and asides to show contrasts of thoughts and emotions.
Mary B. Mullett, quoting O'Neill in American Magazine,
1924, relates the artistic concept which accounts for the
intuitional revelations of truth that his characters experienceEmotions are better guides than our thoughts.
Our emotions are instinctive. They are the
result not only of our individual experiences
but of the experiences of the whole human race,
back through all the ages. They are the deep
under-current, whereas our thoughts are often
only the small individual surface relations.
Truth usually goes deep. So it reaches our
emotions . 6

5
Jay B. Hubbell, American Literature.
March, 1941-January 1942, p. 117.

Vol. XIII,

6
Mary B. Mullett, quoting O'Neill in American Magazine.
[1924], p. 119 .

The researcher will also endeavor to show how O'Neill
used visual imagery and pantomime, in The Hairy Ape and
The Emperor Jones, as a technique to make hidden thoughts
visible.

The criti_c Doris Falk enunciates the theory that

nPace, tenseness, and reality of action reveal a state of
mind. 117
An attempt will be made to prove that the protagonists
of all these plays:

The Emperor Jones, The Great God Brown,

The Hairy Ape, Stranger Interlude, are seeking their proper
place in the scheme of things, seeking "to belong"; but
the answer to their need is not to be found in any mystic
force outside themselves.

It is to be found only in the

vast foggy realms of their own subconscious.

8

The writer in preparation for this study procured
and read thoroughly the collected works of Eugene O'Neill.
After careful evaluation of the contents of each drama,
the researcher consulted numerous literary magazines, reviews, encyclopedia, and the comments of critics.
the critics were:

Among

Edwin A. Engel, George Jean Nathan,

Kenneth Macgowan, Richard Dana Skinner, and Barrett H.
Clark.
7 Doris Falk, Eugene O'Neill and The Tragic Tension.
8 rbid., p. 28.

On the basis of research, the writer logically assumes
that:
1.

the plays The Great God Brown, The Hairy
Ape, The Emperor Jones, and Strange
Interlude, illustrate characters with
strong inner conflicts;

2.

the plays demand special techniques to
show the characters' struggle.

The writer proposes to illustrate the techniques:
the mask, symbolic names, soliloquy, asides, sound effects,
visual imagery, by applying them to the aforementioned
selected dramas.

The writer is of the opinion that when

these techniques are applied to the dramas, they will
point up the inner conflict of the protagonists.

CHAPTER I

TECHNIQUE:
.

SYMBOLIC NAMES ANV MASKS TO SHOW

INNER REALITY OF CHARACTERS

The experimental nature of O'Neill's work, which has
given a fresh incentive to an American drama that was bound
by tradition, is said by critics, to be traced, in its
major part, to his bold and imaginative use of symbolism.
His first great success was The Emperor Jones, and it was
his use of symbolism that stirred his audience to wonder
and adrniration. 9
O'Neill wanted to present life as it is, even if it
meant a good deal that was shocking and unpleasant.

He

felt that through the technique of symbolic names or masks
for his protagonists, he could show "inner reality," thereby
exposing the injustices, hypocrisies and cruelties of
society.

He began to dream about his new idea in play-

writing in 1920.

He was stimulated principally by tend-

encies that had co~e from abroad, tendencies that the critic
Edwin Engel elucidates received their fullest artistic
expression in the theater. 10
9
sophus K. Winter, Eugene O'Neill: A Critical Study.
[New York, 1934], Random House, p. 258.
10
Edwin Engel, The Haunted Heroes of Eugene O'Neill.
[Massachusettes, 1953], p. 66.

2

As far as treatment of his material is concerned, he
was not satisfied with mere surface realism.

He portrayed

phases of life, through the use of symbolic names and the
mask, which extended beyond the individual.

O'Neill

complained,
We have endured too much from the banality
of surfaces •.• The old realism no longer
applies ••• 11
O'Neill employed the technique of symbolic names in
The Emperor Jones and The Hairy Ape to show inner conflicts
of the protagonists.

The Emperor Jones, written and pro-

duced one year later, 1921.

Structurally, the two plays

are similar, for The Emperor Jones depicts the protagonist's
descent of the ladder, while The Hairy Ape reveals his effort
to ascend. 12
In The Emperor Jones, O'Neill pictured a man and his
fate, the past life and career of a crafty and brutal bully
and the wrecking of his power.

Emperor Jones, a Negro, is

an insolent tryant in the Caribbean Island; yet the collapse
of his mental confusion, the defeat of his extraordinary
vitality by the imaginings of his own brain are represented
magnificently.

It deals with the downfall of a powerful

11 Barrett Clark, The Man and His Plays.
[New York,
1947], p. 35.
12
Engel, Haunted Heroes of Eugene O'Neill, p. 48.

3

man who has lived beyond his strength.

Emperor Jones is

a sort of Negro tyrant who is petulant and solemn, a
mixture of the cruel and the grotesque.
The name Emperor Jones implies a bit of symbolic
irony in that when one thinks of an emperor, he immediately
visualizes one of strong supreme power or rank; or one who
has come by his position according to the standards set by
a society.

This is not true of Emperor Jones for his rise

to wealth and power, "from stowaway to Emperor in two
years," had not been achieved by virtue of his possession of
any of the characteristics commonly asociated with the Negro,
such as shiftlessness, laziness or lack of initiative.
During the ten years he served as Pullman car porter, he
had listened to the white quality and adopted their ways.
He learned the white man's cynicism, shrewdness, efficiency,
and philosophy of self interest.

He had had explained to

him, for example, the distinction between "little stealing
and big stealing."

"For de little stealin' ," he informs

Smithers, "dey gits you in jail soon or late.

For de big

stealin' dey makes you Emperor and puts you in de Hall of
Fame when you croaks."

Having copied the moral principles

of the "white quality," he is quite as ready to make use of
or take advantage of the natives as the white is to make use
of the Negro. 13
13

Emperor Jones shouts:

.
Engel, Haunted Heroes of Eugene O'Neill, page 50.

4

You didn't s'pose I was holdin' down his
Emperor job for de glory in it, did you?
Sho'!
De fuss and glory part of it, dat's
only to turn de heads o' de low flung,
bush niggers dat's here. Dey wants de
big circus for deir money. I gives it
to 'em an' I gets de money.
[With a grin]
De long green, dat's me every time!
But
you ain't got no kick agin me, Smithers.
I'se paid you back all you done for me
many times. Ain't I pertected you and
winked at all de crooked tradin' you been
doin' right out in de broad day? Sho' I
has - and me makin' laws to stop it at de
same time! 14
Further evidence that Emperor Jones is the embodiment
o f wh ite American materialism is indicated by his reply to
Smithers' charge that Jones's actions are merely "Yankee
bluff":
Ain't a man's talkin' big what makes him big long as he makes folks believe it. Sho', I
t alks large when I ain't got nothin' to back
it up, but I ain't talkin' wild just de same.
I knows I kin fool 'em - I knows it - and dat's
backin' enough fo' my game. And ain't I got to
learn deir lingo and teach some of dem English
befo' I kin talk to 'em? Ain't dat wuk? You
ain't never learned any word fer it, Smithers,
in de ten years you been heah, dough you know
it's money in yo' pocket tradin' wid 'em if
you does
But you'se too shiftless to take de
trouble. 15
Contrary to universal opinion, it is the Negro, in the
fo rm of Emperor Jones, swelling with Yankee initiative, who
scolds the white man for his shiftlessness.
14

It is in this

Eugene O'Neill, "Emperor Jones," Nine Plays.

15 Ibid., p. 9.

Scenel, p. 7.

5

s ymbolic character that we are to observe criticism of
the civilization of the modern white man.

O' Neill, Jay

Hubbe ll observed, explored the moral breakdown of the
prota g onist who became a victim of his own superstitions
and h idden fears.

.

Jone s to rea 1 ity.

These superstitions and fears blinded
16

Just as the white man has memories of the cave man,
or h is ancestors lurking in his consciousness, ready to
come charging out on the occasion of an emotional crisis,
during drunkenness, or in a nightmare, so has Emperor
Jone s under similar circumstances.
Since O'Neill abstracted Emperor Jones into a " symbol
of the Negro race recently released from bondage, " it is
logi ~al to assume that there were in evidence memories of
his African days which included voodooism and superstition;
a ch ildlike temperament which is assumed to be a primitive
heritage; and jazz music, which became familiar about the
t ime Emperor Jones was written.

It is then quite conceivable

that Emperor Jones, particularly during a moment of fear,
s hould reveal equally primitive characteristics.

These

c h aracteristics appeared, according to Fisher, at the bottom
o f the shaft which had been sunk through the strata of his
p ast and the past of his people, the protagonist, Emperor
16

Jay B. Hubbell, American Literature.
March 1941-January 1942], Vol. XIII, p. 114.

[North Carolina,

6

Jones, being a summary of these pasts.

17

He further symbolizes a man who is beaten before he
starts, for he battles with forces that stand between him
and the things he wants to do in his subconscious mind.
He wants to forget his biological heritage.

Even though he

boasts of the fact he is "Emperor," there is still an undercurrent of fear that he will one day be defeated.

His

speech to Smithers in scene one points up this fact:
Does you think I'd slink out de back door
like a common nigger? I'se Emperor yit,
ain't I? And de Emperor Jones leaves de
way he comes, and dat black trash djn't
dare stop him - not yit, leastways. 8
The protagonist is lost from the start, the victim of
an obsession; he wages a losing struggle.

He is unwilling,

not unable, to distinguish between fact and dream.

O'Neill

made Emperor Jones a symbol of all persons who obtain power
and misuse others in the process.

For he demonstrated that

"man is the sum not only of his own past experiences but
also those of his race. 1119

Progressively, through the play,

O'Neill emphasizes the individual's regression through fear.
17

william J. Fisher, O'Neill and His Plays, Four Decades
of Criticism.
[New York, 1961], p. 145.
18 1
0 Neill, "Emperor Jones," op. cit., Scene 1, p. 16.

19
Karen Horney, Neurosis and Human Growth.
1960], p. 28.

[New York,

7

In the play The Hairy Ape, O'Neill showed an individual
frustrated in his gropings after social significance, returning in his inarticulate range to his savage ancestor of the
forest.

The "ironic life-force" again, flavored with social

meaning and attitude.

As the Emperor bragged in his con-

sciousness of his power before the fear got the better of
him , Hairy Ape, the coal heaver, bellowed his pride of
position in the heat of the stokehole.

The playwright proves

this opinion in the bellowing of the Hairy Ape:
Slaves, hell! We run de whole woiks. We're
it, get me! All de rich guys dat tink dey're
somp'n, det ain't nothin'! Dey don't belong.
But us, we're in de move, we're at de bottom,
de whole ting is us, see? We belong. 20
But

11

belong 11 is exactly what Hairy Ape does not, and the

eight scenes that comprise the play spell out his disillusionment , until he meets a tragic end in the arms of a gorilla
that he sees at the zoo.

Ape has come back to ape.

Engel states that the name Hairy Ape symbolized a
"filthy beast."

O'Neill abstracted him into a "symbol of

man, who has lost his old harmony with nature, the harmony
which he used to have as an animal and has not yet acquired
in a spiritual way."

His conflict was foreshadowed when he

became determined to run against his own nature by trying to
think, by becoming self-conscious, by being aware that he
20
p. 48.

Eugene O'Neill, "The Hairy Ape," op. cit., Scene 1,

8

was an ape and by realizing that he did not "belong. 1121
When Mildred, the daughter of one of the directors
of the steamship company visited the stokehole, heard
Yank's language, and saw his beast-like form, she fainted.
She called him a "filthy beast"; but this was afterwards
translated by one of the protagonist's mates into "hairy
ape.

The description wounded him deeply, and he vowed

11

to avenge the insult.

"I scared her," he says.

de hell should I scare her?
she de same as me?
better'n her.

Who de hell is she?

Hairy Ape, huh?

"Why
Ain't

I'll show her I'm

I belong and she don't see!•22

It seems that the world which Hairy Ape presents is
a world that is disordered because its inhabitants have
lost touch with things larger than themselves at the very
moment when they thought they had conquered them.

23

O'Neill

dealt with the Hairy Ape exactly as he saw him, a creature
blindly, helplessly being driven by forces that he didn't
have character enough to withstand.

Fromm cites the theory

that:
21

22

Engel, Haunted Heroes of Eugene O'Neill, p. 54.

Fisher, O'Neill and His Plays:
Criticism, p. 260.
23

Four Decades of

Joseph W. Krutch, "Introduction," Nine Plays, by
Eugene O'Neill.
[New York, 1959], p. xi.

9

Self-awareness, reason, and imagination have
disrupted the "harmony" which characterizes
animal existence. Their emergence has made
man into an anomaly, into the freak of the
universe. He is a part of nature, subject
to her physical laws and unable to change
them, yet he transcends the rest of nature.
He is set apart while being a part; he is
homeless, yet chained to the home he shares
with all creatures ••. Being aware of himself, he realizes his powerlessness and the
limitations of his existence .•. 24
The name "Hairy Ape" implies that the protagonist is
o f low breed.

Evidence proves that he is a laborer for

day wages with no capital or influence.

Lack of influence

and reason has caused or forced him to cope everlastingly
with t h e task of solving a seemingly insoluble problem.
Fromm fu r ther states that:
Man is the only animal for whom his own
existence is a problem which he has to
solve and from which he can not escape.
He can not go back to the prehuman state
of harmony with nature, he must proceed to
develop his reason until he becomes the
master of nature, and of himself. 25
The Hairy Ape proves this theory when he finally wanders
t o t he zoo where he beholds in a cage a great ape.

He has

been called "hairy ape," and finally he dies in the cage with
the ape, the only being towards which he feels a fraternal
k inship.

It is this hairy ape who kills him.

As Hairy Ape

strolled toward the cage, the ape stretched out his arms.
24

Erich Fromm, Man for Himself.
"The Existential and
Historical Dichotomies in Man," [New York, 1947], p. 40.
25
Fromrn, Ibid., p. 40-41.

10

But it was not, as he supposed to welcome him as a brother.
It was to crush him to death and to furnish the final proof
that one variety of "hairy ape" does not "belong" even in a
zoo.

Fisher in his critical analysis of Hairy Ape states:
The rejected of man, who ends in an animal's
cage, is a daring and a terrible symbol. Yet
this symbol is completely alive, thanks to
the splendid power with which the eight scenes
are constructed. There is no more decisive
test of ability than the task of making a man
without intellect and education speak his own
language ••• This technique O'Neill has performed with mastery which definitely fixes his
rank as playwright.26
Another important aspect of O'Neill's technique is his

use of the mask as a symbol of "inner reality."

Hubbell

supports this point of view and explains O'Neill's technique as the use of the mask to show inner reality.

It

was noted that O'Neill adhered to the philosophy that "the
mask is the only right medium of portraying the expressions
of the face."

He regarded the mask as a symbol of "inner

reality"; a medium through which he could project unconscious forces within the characters. 27
Fisher relates that O'Neill, in his use of the mask in
The Great God Brown, struck boldly toward a solution to show
26 Fisher, O'Neill and His Plays: Four Decades of
Criticism, p. 390.
27
Jay B. Hubbell, American Literature, Vol XIII,
March 1941-January 1942, p. 122.

11
the two sides of the human mind-"the side that we speak
out in carefully censored form and the inner truths or the
inner deceptions that we keep to ourselves."

He further

observed that he endowed his characters with masks so that
they could speak their minds. 28
It was noted that at first O'Neill described the
manner of his characters by the figurative suggestion of
a mask.

He described this figurative mask as a "fixed

forcing of the face, 1129 an assumed mask to cover up the
protagonist's true feelings.

He employed the use of the

figurative mask in The Emperor Jones.

Here, the protagonist

wore the "fixed 11 expression of happiness and contentment to
conceal his true feelings.

It was only when he was alone

and without the mask that he revealed his true fears and
superstitions.

Later, in The Great God Brown , each character

was equipped with an actual mask which he put on and pulled
off as the occasion presented itself.

The mask which he

donned or doffed indicated his inner nature, his attitude,
and his emotions.

Fisher verifies that the play marked

O'Neill's first attempt to use the actual mask to show
"inner reality" of his characters.

According to Fisher's

28 w·11·
. h er, op. cit.,
·
i
1am Fis
p. 451.
29
Engel, op. cit., quoting O'Neill. p . 158.

12

observation, the actual mask was put on to indicate the
personality that was being shown to the world, and it was
taken off to reveal the inner, or secret personality. 30
In Act Two-Scene Two, Dion was reading from the Bible.
As his wife, Margaret, approached, he grabbed up the actual
mask in a sudden panic and put it on, so that she would
not look upon his face and see his inner personality.
Evidence shows that Dion was self-torturing, for he could
seek God only when he removed the mask; yet, he promised
his wife that he would never let her see him again without
the mask.

Engel explains that Dion's wife is not the sort

to peer behind masks or to accept what she sees there.
She became terrified when she came face to face with Dion
and he didn't have on his mask.

It seems that she refused

to accept him as he actually is, "shrinking, shy and gentle,
full of a deep sadness."
wear the mask forever. 31

He was therefore compelled to

It is assumed that the use of the actual mask in The
Great God Brown symbolized also the conflict between the
protagonist's aesthetic and his religious impulses.

It

seemed that Dion was in search of faith or the recovery of
spiritual comfort and protection.
30.
Fis h er,

31 Engel,

Evidence was shown in

op. cit., p. 245.
Haunted Heroes of Eugene O'Neill, p. 160.

13

Act One, as Dion sat in his living room:
[suddenly reaches out and takes up a copy of the
New Testament which is on the table, putting a
finger in at random, he opens and reads aloud
the text at which it points]
'Come unto me all
ye who are heavy laden and I will give you rest.'
[He stares before him in a sort of trance, his
face lighted up from within but painfully confused in an uncertain whisper] I will come - but
where are you, Savior? [The noise of the outer
door shutting is heard. Dion starts and claps the
mocking mask on his face again. He ~osses the
Testament aside contemptuously] •••. 3
O'Neill's illusion-ridden characters, as the critic
Doris Falk elucidates, hide from themselves and the world
behind a mask.

Always the illusion concerns the character's

own identity; it is a conception of himself.

When the

character has more than one image of himself, he becomes
confused and is not sure which is the true one.

He knows

that one image is an illusion, but he still can not put it
aside, so he begins to wear an actual mask or a figurative
mask to "cover the nakedness of his soul. 1133
Gilbert W. Gabriel in his review of The Great God Brown
describes the actual mask that the protagonist used to "cover
the nakedness of his soul":
Here, each of O'Neill's main characters
put on and take off for each other's
32

Eugene O'Neill, "Great God Brown," Scene 1, Act 1.
33
.
•
Doris
Fa lk , O I Neill
and the Tragic Tension, p. 18.

14
benefit or delusion the crisp false
faces behind which throb their
tremulous innerselves. And where the
fantasy flings furthest, one of them
will even steal the mask of his friend's
d 7ad s~¼f, in order to possess his friend's
widow.
O'Neill states that The Great God Brown is an attempt
to use masks to express the conflict of two distinct
personalities within the same human being.

The protagonist

in thi s story, Dion Anthony, wore a mask that depicted h is
dual p ersonality - " the pagan acceptance of life in conflict
with t he Christian acceptance of life. ''

In his letter to

the Ne w York Times, 1926, O'Neill explained that Dion Anthony
repr e sents Dionysus and St . Anthony. 35

He states:

the creative pagan acceptance of life,
fighting eternal war with the masochistic,
life-denying spirit of Christianity as
represented by St . Anthony - the whole
struggle resulting in this modern day
in mutual exhaustion - creative joy
in life for life's sake frustrated,
rendered abortive, distorted by morality
from Pan into Satan, into a Mephistopheles
mocking himself in order to feel alive;
Chri s tianity, once heroic in martyrs for
its intense faith now pleading weakly for
intense beli~f in anything, even Godhead itself. 6
34
Gilbert W. Gabriel, From the New York Sun, January
25, 1926 .
35
New York Times, February 14, 1926, Vol. VIII, 2.
36
Ibid.

15

It is logical to assume that O' Neill's use of the mask
pointed up the fact that the protagonist, Dion Anthony,
lived in a society where most of its members were either
confused and uncertain or denied that any such relationship
between man and God existed.

They seemed to have felt that

their past was no more than a ghost which was their business
to forge t as promptly as possible.
Doris Falk describes Dion as a symbol of the central
neurotic conflict, where the self which takes "creative
joy

i n life for life's sake " is lost in the empty darkness

between the submissive mask of St. Anthony and the aggressive
mask of Satan.

The conflict in Dion makes him increasingly
37
incapa ble of meeting the demands of outer reality.
He

exposes his soul, as most of O'Neill's characters do when
they are not wearing a mask:
Why am I afraid to dance, I who love music
and rhythm and grace and song and laughter?
Why am I afraid to live, I who love life
and beauty of flesh and the living colors
of earth and sky and sea? Why am I afraid
of earth and sky and sea? Why am I afraid
of love, I who love love? Why must I live
in a cage like a criminal, defyi~~ and hating,
I who love peace and friendship.
Engel explains that Dion's personality came from a
s hocking experience that he encountered during pre-school
37
Doris Falk, Eugene O'Neill and the Tragic Tension.
[New Jersey, 1958], p. 101.
38
Eugene O'Neill, "The Great God Brown. "
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age.

This experience conditioned his entire life. 39

This

was proved in Dion's speech to Billy:
One day when I was four years old a boy sneaked
up behind me when I was drawing a picture in the
sand he couldn't draw and hit me on the head
with a stick and kicked out my picture and laughed when I cried. It wasn't what he'd done that
made me cry, but him! •••. Everyone called me
cry-baby so I became silent and designed a mask
of the Bad Boy Pan in which to live and rebel
against that other boy's God and protect myself
from His cruelty.40
Dion experienced the

sudden shocking awareness, he

thought, that God is to be neither loved nor trusted. Humble,
meek, and too young to understand the ways of society, he
was driven to wear a figurative mask in self-defense.

Here,

again, O'Neill portrayed a man of feeling, filled with selfpity and unable to bring himself into harmony with "truth."
Nathan speaks of the truth as-"the fact that the world
belongs to the insensitive, unperceptive, unself-conscious
person. 1141
Even though the protagonist took on the figurative mask
and the actual mask to cover up his sensitive self-conscious
and shy character, he still suffered mental agony.
39
40
41

11

Engel, op. cit., p. 157.
Eugene O'Neill, "The Great God Brown."

George Jean Nathan, The Critic and the Drama.
Aesthetic Jurisprudence, " [New York, 1942), p. 735.

For

17
O'Neill described him as being not only a gentleman underneath
the mask, but he was also an introvert who was predestined
to endure the morbid, mental, and emotional states which
that type of personality is heir to.

42

O'Neill explains:

Dion's mask of Pan which he puts on as a boy is
not only a defense against the world for the
super-sensitive poet underneath it, but also
an integral part of his character as an artist.
The world is not only blind to the man beneath,
but it also sneers at and condemns the Pan-mask
it sees. After that Dion's inner self retrogresses along the line of Christian resignation
until it partakes of the nature of the SAint while
at the time the outer Pan is slowly transformed
by the struggle with reality into Mehistopheles.
It is as Mephistopheles he falls stricken at Brown's
feet in abject contrition and pleads as a little
boy to a big brother to tell him a prayer.43
O'Neill had high hopes for the use of the mask, for,
as he pointed out in his essay "Memoranda on Masks":
One's outer life passes in solitude haunted
by the masks of others; one's inner life
passes in a solitude hounded by the masks
of oneself.44
Even though the actual mask was not used in the former
plays, The Emperor Jones and The Hairy Ape, O'Neill observed
in his "Memoranda on Masks," that the use of masks in the
42

Leon Edel, "Eugene O'Neill: The Face and the Mask,
University of Toronto Quarterly, [Oct. 1937], 18-34.
43
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Engel, op. cit., quoting O'Neill, p. 154.

44 F' h
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is er, e t • a1. , op. cit.,
From The American
Spectator,
November 1932 ["Memoranda on Masks"], p. 118.

18
productions would intensify and emphasize the therne.

45

He

suggests changes in the use of masks in his plays:
In The Emperor Jones, for example. All the
figures in Jones's flight through the forest
should be masked. Masks would dramatically
stress their phantasmal quality, as contrasted
with the unmasked Jones, intensify the supernatural menance of the torn torn, give the play
a more complete and vivid expression.
In The
Hair~ Ape a much more extensive use of masks
woul be of the greatest value in emphasizing
the theme of the play. From the opening of the
fourth scene, where Yank begins to think he
enters into a masked world; even the familiar
faces of his mates in the forecastle have become
strange and alien. They should be masked, and
the faces of everyone he encounters thereafter,
including the symbolic gorilla's.46
He does not advocate masks for all plays.

It seems that

he suggests masks only for those plays that "rise above
realism."

He is of the conviction that "masks will give

the characters an opportunity for a totally new kind of
acting."

He further states that the mask may b e used as

a medium to point up human beings, "starved in spirit by
their soul-stifling daily struggle to exist as masks among
the masks of living1 1147
45 Fis
. h er, op. cit., p. 119.
46
Ibid., p. 122.
4 7 Ibid. , p • 12 3 •

CHAPTER II

TECHNIQUE:

USE OF SOLILOQUY ANV ASIVES TO MAKE HIVVEN
THOUGHTS VIS1B LE

It seems that one of O'Neill's most telling methods of
characterization is through h~s technique of soliloquy and
aside.

John Anderson, writing of O'Neill in Theatre Arts

Monthly for November, 1931, quotes him as saying:
I wanted to get down in words what people thought
and felt without having to rely upon the simpler
method of using suggestive silences. 1
Evidence proves that O'Neill took the characters in
Strange Interlude and showed clearly by means of the soliloquy and the aside how they lived in their own secret selves;
what they thought as they spoke and hoped and acted.

It is

logical to assume that O'Neill resorted to this method to
get at the mental processes of his characters without making
every speech seem "natural."

Engel points out that O'Neill's

aside is the contradiction of thought and spoken word.

He

further states that by revealing the discrepancy between
thought and the "sounds called words," O'Neill provided the
protagonist with a basis for her belief that life had nothing
to offer her. 2

It seems that O'Neill endowed the protagonist

1

John Anderson, quoting O'Neill, Theatre Arts Monthly,
November 1931.
2

Engel, op. cit., p. 226.
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with a disintegrated personality, thereby exposing, by means
of soliloquy and aside, her conflicting self beneath her
outward appearance.

It is assumed that O'Neill used the

dramatic technique of soliloquy and aside to make hidden
thoughts visible.

Krutch verifies this assumption when he

advanced the theory that "the stress in Strange Interlude
is laid upon attempts at self-analysis that is made possible
by long soliloquies. 113

Doris Falk further states that the

characters in Strange Interlude tell about their "inner
world" in long soliloquies, while they are still in contact
with the "outside world. 114
In his critical study of O'Neill's plays, Kenneth Macgowan gives meaning to the soliloquy and the aside as techniques.

He states that "when the characters are alone and

speak their thoughts aloud, the technique is the "soliloquy";
when they speak their thoughts and other characters on the
stage were supposed not to hear, the technique was the "aside. 115
The success of this technique was reported by Theatre Arts
Monthly, April, 1928:
Handled by Mr. O'Neill, this technique achieves
now and again a surprising dramatic force. He
3

4

Joseph

w.

Krutch, op. cit., p. xii.

Falk, op. cit., p. 12.
5Fisher, et. al., op. cit., "The O'Neill Soliloquy,"
page 450.
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conducts us into the secret places of the mind,
and we feel the sudden uprush of forces that lie
below the level of conscious thought. Just as
realistic dialogue on the stage carries, through
its own force and the actor's skill, the latent
content of the mind of the character depicted,
so O'Neill's spoken thought combined with the
actor's subtle characterization brings us one
step niarer an apprehension of the springs of
being.
Nina, the protagonist in Strange Interlude, makes
c ontinuous use of the soliloquy and the aside.

Since she

i s mourning the death of her lover, Gordon Shaw, whom her
f ather objected to her marrying before he [Nina's lover]
went away to the War, the soliloquy and aside serve the
r equirement of exposition of her true thoughts and feeli ngs .

Engel verifies that opinion by voicing the theory

t hat "t h e soliloquy and aside are reserved for matters
which are censored by decorum, by pity, by prearranged
agreement to remain silent, and such stuff of which the
day-dream is made. 11 7
It seems that Nina's day-dreams began when she decided
to neglect reality and favor the past.

She not only regrette d

t he f act that she did not marry Gordon before he was killed,
but she regretted that she did not give herself to him before
he went away.

She practiced the devices common to lone l y

6

.

Theatre Arts Monthly, Reviewed by
Apri l, 1928, 1450w.
7

Engel, op. cit., p. 225.

o.

M. Say ler , 12:2 37,
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people, talking to herself and converting her prayers into
whisperings to her absent lover.

This was proved in Act One

when she, by means of soliloquy, remorsefully recalled her
experience with Gordon:
That last night before he sailed - in his arms
until my body ached - kisses until my lips were
numb - knowing he would die, that he would never
kiss me again - knowing this so surely yet with
my cowardly brain lying, no he'll come back and
marry you!
[Then violently] But Gordon never
possessed me! I'm still Gordon's silly virgin!
And Gordon is muddy ashes! And I've lost my
happiness forever! All that last night I knew
he wanted me. I knew it was only the honorable
code-bound Gordon, who kept commanding from
his brain, no, you mustn't, you must respect
her, you must wait till you have a marriage
license! 8
The critic Doris Falk pointed out that Nina's agony was
composed of guilt and frustration, for she felt that she was
as responsible as Gordon for failure to consummate the act. 9
It seems that Nina had "wanted Gordon," but she had refused
him because she was afraid of what her father would say.
Since her mother died when she was too young to remember,
she had to rely on her father for every thought, action or
deed.

Charlie Marsden, Nina's adopted "uncle," and sub-

stitute lover, told by means of soliloquy how protective and
stern Nina's father was toward Nina:
8
9

O 1 Neill, "Strange Interlude," Act One.
ooris Falk, op. cit., p . 122.
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.•• little Nina was never allowed to touch anything ••• she used to sit on his lap •.• cuddle
against him •.. dreaming into the dark beyond the
windows ••• warm in his arms before the fireplace •
.•. dreams like sparks soring up to die in the
cold dark .•• warm in his love, safe-drifting into
sleep.
'Daddy's girl, aren't you? 110
Nina's father was a college professor, and he carried
his classroom personality into the home, so that Nina was
a " loving-attentive, pupil-daughter."

She was blinded to

her father's selfishness until her lover was killed.

It

seems that at this point, she preceived that her father's
motive for preventing her marriage to Gordon was a selfish
one, and she began to use the soliloquy as a medium for her
pent-up emotions.

She forgave her father, but she could not

forgive herself for refusing to consummate her love with
Gordon.

She continued to feel that she had to find some

way to give herself to Gordon, in order to pay the debt
which she felt she owed to him.

She left her father and

served in a sanitarium for crippled soldiers.

She spent

over a year "giving herself" to crippled soldiers, but at
the end of that period, she felt more guilty and frustrated
than ever.

When she returned home, her father was dead.

Still bitter and resentful, she could not bring herself to
weep for him.

She expressed her thoughts by means of aside:

10 1
0 Neill, "Strange Interlude."
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I'm sorry, Father! ••. you see you've been dead
for me for a long time .•• when Gordon died, all
men died ••• What did you feel for me then? ••.
nothing ••• and now I feel nothing ••• 1 1
Fisher states that O'Neill added the contrasts and
conflicts of thought to the dramatic contrasts and conflicts
. l ogue. 12
o f s po k en d ia

Even though Nina told herself, as she

stood looking coldly down at the body of her father, that
she d id not care that her father was dead; that "when Gordon
died , all men died .•• " she actually wanted to feel something
fo r h er father.

This is evidenced in her outburst to her

"u ncle" Charlie Marsden:
••• I want to feel that he is dead •.• my father!
And I can't feel anything .•• ! can't feel anything at all!
[She throws herself on her knees
beside him and hides her face in her hands and
begins to sob - stifled torn sounds.]13
It is logical to assume that Nina did feel something
fo r h er father, but she did not want to admit it.

Stuart

re lates that the thoughts of the characters are their "inner
rea li ty. "

He voices the theory that O' Neill employed "quick

p hrases like flashes of light to reveal the raw, pulsating,
p e r s onality behind the false shell that protected it from
.
.. 14
view .
For an example, when Marsden visited Nina
11

0

1

Neill, "Strange Interlude. "

12 . h
Fis er, et. al., op. cit., p. 450-52.
13

14

0 1 Neill, " Strange Interlude. "

Donald C. Stuart, The Development of Dramatic Art.
[New York, 1928], p. 645.
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unexpectedly, she said by means of the aside, in a resentful
manner, .•• "The old fool! ... What does he mean coming in on
us without warning?
thoughts.

., 15

Marsden is unable to hear her

She says aloud, to him, "Oh, Charlie, how nice!

I have a job for you.
f or.

"

Make the delicious salad you are known

O'Neill described in his stage directions the germ

of the spoken thought:
They stare straight ahead and remain motionless.
They speak, ostensibly one to the other, but
showing by their tone it is a thinking aloud
to oneself, and neither appears to hear what
the other has said.16
It seems that O'Neill gave Nina the characteristics
of a monomaniac, in that she concentrated continuously upon
the single idea that she had failed Gordon when he was alive
and must somehow compensate for her failure.

It is logical

to assume that she became a woman whose unfulfilled desires
resulted in hysteria.

It seems that the many soldiers that

Nina encountered were imaginary substitutes for her affection
for Gordon .

Her doctor's diagnostic statements shed light

upon her disintegrated personality:
She hasn't convinced the men of her love - or
herself of her good intentions. And each experience of this kind has only left her more
a prey to a guilty conscience than before and
more determined to punish herself.17
15
16
17

0 1 Neill, "Strange Interlude."
Fisher, et. al., quoting O'Neill, p. 451.
0 1 Neill, "Strange Interlude."
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on the basis of this diagnosis, the doctor recommended
that Nina marry his associate, Sam Evans, because "Evan's
unselfish love, combined with her real liking for him would
gradually give her back a sense of security and a feeling
of being worth something to life again.u

It seems that Nina's

obsession with Gordon and her marriage to Evans caused her
romantic imagination to work over-time.

She stated by means

of soliloquy that she must "stick to" her husband as a
"point of honor," "to play the game," since "that is what
Gordon would have done."

Krutch states that Nina felt that

the loss of her first love, Gordon, in the War, meant the
loss of all possibility of real happiness.

She attempted

to compensate for the feeling by refusing to let go of the
husband she did not deeply want. 18
Like the protagonist in The Hairy Ape and Dion Anthony
in The Great God Brown, Nina, too, was searching to "belong";
searching for something that she could believe in.
of this fact was given throughout the play.

Evidence

It is logical

that Nina rebelled against the idea of God the Father, "whose
chest thunders with egotism and is too hard for tired heads
and thoroughly comfortless," because she rebelled against
her father.

She seemed to long for her mother, whom she

never really knew.

She says by means of soliloquy:

18 K t h
..
ru c , op. ci' t ., p. xii.
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We should have imagined life as created in
the birth-pain of God the Mother. Then we
would understand why we, Her children, have
inherited pain, for we would know that our
life's rhythm beats from Her great heart,
••. We would feel that death meant reunion
with Her ••. peace of her peace.19
Doris Falk states that the pride which trapped Nina
symbolizes her father.

She further states that Nina

longed to escape her father's influence and to find
her mother. 20

Nina showed, by means of soliloquy, in

Act One, that she wanted to escape her father's influence.
Her father was conversing with "Uncle Charlie," and Nina
thought:
The professor of Dead Languages is talking
again ••• Since I was born I have been in his
class, loving-attentive, pupil-daughter Nina
.•• my ears numb with spiritless messages •.•
listening because he is my cultured father ••.
a littl~ more inclined to deafness than the
rest •.• 1
Nina, in her spoken thought, revealed how she actually
felt about her father.

Macgowan states that the spoken

thought is O'Neill's contribution to the art of playwriting;
for it matches the chief purpose of O'Neill's art.

He

further states that the chief purpose is to "get behind the
19
20

21
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surface of things. "

He contends that O'Neill was never

satisfied with realism; that he wanted to "dig down" into
the souls of his characters and drag out the truth and put
22
the truth clearly and freely on the stage.
In his critical study of O'Neill's plays, Winter
elaborates on the technique of the spoken thought or the
soliloquy and aside used by O'Neill.

He states:

In Strange Interlude it is the author's attempt
to push ack the boundaries of the stage world
that gives rise to this type of symbolism. The
audience is tacitly required to forget that
thoughts are not spoken aloud in the presence
of others, in order that it may enter more fully
into the psychological analysis of the characters
on the stage. O'Neill's technique thus becomes
a means by which he reveals the strange conflict
between what man is in reality and what he is in
relation to the social pattern of his life.
There can be no doubt about the value of O'Neill's
technique in the particular instance of Strange
Interlude.
It was suited to the theme; it emphasized life as a strange interlude between the
unknown future.
It served as a means to the end
of a greater understanding of the characters in
the play.23
It is conceivable that the soliloquy and aside brought
greater understanding to Strange Interlude, for this technique
projected the reality of the characters behind their appearances .

22
23

Even though the characters spoke pleasantly to

Macgowan, op. cit., "The O'Neill Soliloquy," p. 449.
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each other, their thoughts were often in contrast with
their speech.

It was in Strange Interlude that O'Neill first

made general use of the soliloquy.

O. M. Sayler verifies

this fact in his review of Strange Interlude, in the Saturday
Review of Literature, February, 1928.

He reports:

The first truly successful attempt of drama
to use the double voice. There is nothing
really new for literature in the technique
of Strange Interlude ••. To make hidden thoughts
visible, to present the lover, inside and
outside, all in the same conversation, is
like doubling the power of a battery. The
play beco,~s more articulate for now it is
all told.
Kenneth Macgowan classified Eugene O'Neill as a kind
of " chain-stitch playwright" for his ideas and techniques
to show inner conflicts of his characters develop through a
" c hain of links bound inextricably to one another. "

The

mask , for instance, was used in a figurative manner from
The Emperor Jones, through The Hairy Ape, and reached its
25
cl imax in The Great God Brown.
Even though the mask was
us ed to a great extent in the aforementioned dramas, O' Neill
e mployed the soliloquy, in a lesser degree, to The Emperor
Jone s and The Hairy Ape.

Evidence in The Emperor Jones

proved that when Jones was lost in the jungle, he talked
24

saturday Review of Literature, "Strange Interlude, "
r eviewed by O. M. Sayler. 4:590, February, 1928, 1150w.
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aloud continuously to himself.

Macgowan verifies this

point of view by proclaiming that "Brutus Jones broke
into a monologue that seemed natural and inevitable."
During his long soliloquy Jones talked of his fears and
supersititons that he had buried in his subconscious
mind. 26

He states:
I knows I done wrong, I knows it! When I
catches Jeff cheatin' wid loaded dice my
anger overcomes me and I kills him dead!
Lawd, I done wrong! And down heah whar dese
fool bush niggers raises me up to the seat
o' de mighty, I steals all I could grab •..
And stop that drum soundin' in my ears!
Dat begin to sound h'anted too. Lawd
peserve me from dem ha'nts after dis .
••. You jus' get seein' dern things
'cause yo' belly's empty. Dat was all
in yo' own head.
Yes, suh! Yes, suh! I'se comin' ••.• damn
yo' soul, I gits even wid you yit, sometime.
I kills you, you white debil, if it's de
last thing I evah does •••
What - what is I doin'? What is - dis
place? Seems like I know dat tree - an' dem
stones - an' de river.
I remember - seems
like I been heah befo•.27

Macgowan further states that although O'Neill did not use
the contrast and conflict of the speech of one character
against his thought, and the thought of one man against
the thought of another, he did employ the technique of
26 . h
.
Fis er, op. cit., p. 450.
27
Macgowan, op. cit., p. 451.
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soliloquy in part to The Hairy Ape to show that the "brute
did not belong. 1128

He thinks:

So dem boids don't think I belong, neider.
Aw, to hell wit 'em! Dey're in de wrong
pew - de same old bull - soap-boxes and
Salvation Army - no guts! Cut out an hour
offen de job a day and make me happy! Tree
square a day and cauliflowers in de front
yard - a woman and kids - a lousy vote and I'm all fixed for Jesus, huh? Aw •••
What does dat get yuh? Dis ting's in your
inside, but it ain't your belly. Feedin'
your face - sinkers and coffee - dat don't
touch it. It's way down - at de bottom.
Yuh can't grab it, and yuh can't stop it.
It moves, and everything moves. I'm a
busted Ingersoll, dat's what. It stops
and de whole woild stops. Oat's me now I don't tick, see? ••• I can't see - ~t•s
all dark, get me? It's all wrong! 2
It seems that there had to be some natural and realistic
excuse for the characters to speak their minds.

In the

Emperor Jones it was fear; in The Hairy Ape, i t was his
j

fate and his struggle to belong; and in Strange Interlude
it was the lack of love and security.

It seems that there

had been in O'Neill's mind an increasing sense of the mystery
of human life, or human relations.

He constantly went into

the background of an individual in an effort to discern and
to present the forces producing conduct in man.

Clark stated

that O'Neill pictured his characters as not being strong
28o'Neill, "The Emperor Jones."
29 o'Neill, "The Hairy Ape. 11

32

enough to meet their destiny; and as being trapped by a
false philosophy that robbed them of their place in society.
He further observed that O'Neill's technique was to expose
imaginatively a chain of events in which a few people
exhibit their inner conflicts, or their thoughts and motives
.
over a long period
o f years. 30

It is the opinion of Fisher and other critics that no
other author's attempt has come so close to "the consistent
and illusive illumination of realism by light of the inner
mind " as O'Neill's technique with the soliloquy and the
aside.

They voiced the opinion that O'Neill's device is

his own, that he worked long and painfully over it and
brought it to a complete development in Strange Interlude.
They also emphasize the fact that it seems obvious that the
technique of soliloquy and aside might well be used by other

.

authors to broaden and deepen their channels of expression.

30
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31. h
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CHAPTER III

TECHNIQUE:

VISUAL IMAGERY ANV PANTOMIME TO MAKE HIVVEN
THOUGHTS VISIBLE

Research proves that there was in O'Neill's mind an
increasing sense of the mystery of human life, of human
relations.

It is obvious that he constantly went into the

background of an individual in an effort to discern and
to present the forces that were responsible for the conduct of man.
It is evident that O'Neill presented the hidden thoughts
of the protagonists in The Emperor Jones and The Hairy Ape
through the technique of visual imagery and pantomime.

For

the purpose of objectifying soul states and inner conflicts,
O'Neill found the realistic method and the naturalistic
point of view inadequate.

Substantiation of this belief is

found in the stage directions for The Hairy Ape.

O'Neill

states, "The treatment of this scene, or any other scene in
the play, should by no means be naturalistic. 111
Hartley distinguishes between the naturalistic point
of view that O'Neill felt was inadequate and the expressionistic point of view which he [O'Neill] found adequate for
objectifying soul states.
1

I

•

He reports:

O Neill, "The Hairy Ape," Scene V.
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Naturalism has a tendency to be objective
and socioiogical; expressionism tends to
be subjective and psychological. It is
concerned with the presentation of inner
states rather than with outer reality. It
may show how outward things are distorted
by the inner eye .•• Characters may be
projected as types, personified abstractions,
live puppets, or pure creations of the
imagination.2
Jay Hubbell observed that O'Neill's technique in The
Emperor Jones was to show more than life's surface.

He

further reported that it was an attempt to show the psychological twisting of the protagonist's mind by the gradual
presentations of visions.

These visions, seemingly, rep-

resented fear .t hat radiated from the mind of the main
character. 3 It is evident that the play dealt with the
world of imagination, for O'Neill used distorted visions
to project the remote past of the main character, Jones.
On the whole Jones' world was built upon fear, fear of
discovery.

When he made himself "emperor" of the island in

the West Indies, he tried to forget his past.

His past

involved his ancestral superstitions in regards to slavery,
gambling, cheating, and even murder of a prison guard.
O'Neill spoke of Jones' imagination of visions, in the
forest, as "Little Formless Fears."

For an example, when

2Lo d wich
.
Hartley, Patterns in Modern Drama, [New York,
1948], p. 10.
3

Jay Hubbell, American Literature, Vol. XIII, [MarchJanuary, 1941-42], p. 114.
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the natives of the little island found out about Jones'
deeds, they decided to dethrone him.
forest to escape punishment.

Jones ran into the

There, in the forest, he

relived the past that he had tried so desperately to
forget.

O'Neill described the visions that appeared to

Jones as follows:
They are black, shapeless, only their
glittering little eyes can be seen.
.
If they have any describable form at all
it is that of a grubworm about the size
of a creeping child. They move noiselessly, but with deliberate, painful
effort, striving to raise themselves on
end, failing and sinking prone again.
From the formless creatures on the ground
in front of him comes a tiny gale of low
mocking laughter •.• 4
Hubbell speaks of these visions as representations of
the p rocesses of the subc~nscious mind of the protagonist.
He further states that the shadows of fear which creep
into the mind of Jones are objectified on the stage as
"Little Formless Fears" which creep from the deeper blackness of the forest. 5

It is evident that the deeper black-

ness of the forest is symbolic of Jones' subconscious mind.
The visions are presented on the stage against a vague,
shadowy background.
Winter points out that it was when Jones entered the
4
5
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dark forest that his past, which he had so long concealed,
began to assert itself.

Emperor Jones' past was projected

by visions and pantomime.

His social heritage of slave

tradition, the work of the Negro as the white man's servant,
his crimes, his childhood supersitions including his biological heritage - all these forces which he thought were
forgotten reasserted their power over him.

6

Jones' past as a prisoner came to him in the form of
visions and pantomime.

O'Neill's directions for scene four

state:
From the right forward a small gang of Negroes
enter. They are dressed in striped convict suits,
their heads are shaven, one leg drags limpingly,
shackled to a heavy ball and chain. Some carry
picks shovels. They are followed by a white man
dressed in the uniform of a prison guard. At a
signal from the Guard they stop on the road
opposite where Jones is sitting.
The Prison Guard cracks his whip - noiselessly and at that signal all the convicts start to work
on the road. They swing their picks, they shovel,
but not a sound comes from their labor. Their
movements are those of automatons - rigid, slow,
and mechanical. The Prison Guard points sternly
at Jones with his whip, motions him to take his
place among the other shovelers.
As if there were a shovel in his hands he goes
through weary, mechanical gestures of digging up
dirt, and throwing it to the roadside ••• With
arms upraised as if his shovel were a club in his
hands he springs murderously at the unsuspecting
Guard. In the act of crashing down on the white
man's skull, Jones suddenly becomes aware that
his hands are empty. He cries despairingly.?
6

7

Sephus K. Winter, op. cit., p. 171.
.
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That the objectification of the contents of Jones'
haunted mind revealed one vision after another from his
past has been established.

Doris Falk states that each

vision represents an aspect of Jones or a hidden motive
for his past action.

She further reports that Jones' guilt

appears in two visions - the ghost of the guard, whom
he killed in his escape from prison, and the ghost of the
Negro, Jeff, for whose murder in a gambling fight he was
sent to prison. 8
O'Neill presented the vision of the Negro, Jeff, in
pantomime.
background.

He is projected on the stage against an errie
O'Neill's directions state:

The moon has just risen. It beams, drifting
through the canopy of leaves, make a barely
perceptible, suffused, eerie glow. Beyond
this is the massed blackness of the forest like
an encompassing barrier. As the scene opens
nothing can be distinctly made out. Then
gradually the figure of the Negro, Jeff, can
be discerned crouching on his haunches at the
rear of the triangle ••• He is throwing a pair
of dice on the ground before him, picking
them up, shaking them, casting them out with
regular, rigid, mechanical movements of an
automaton.9
Engel acknowledged that the visions that torment the
frenzied Jones exert upon him an inescapable and compulsive
effect.

He further states that:

8Doris
. Fa 1 k, Tragic
. Tension, op. cit., p. 67.
9
o'Neill, The Emperor Jones, Scene III.
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The objectification of the contents of the
character's haunted mind functions as a protracted symbol of fate in the shape of the biological past. The visions of the fear-obsessed
Jones demonstrate that man is the sum not only
of his own past experiences but also those of
his race, a notion that is based upon the assumption of a physi a1 continuity between ancestor
and descendant . O

1

F isher states that each scene in the forest is a vision
going f arther back into Jones' racial past, to the slave
market , the slave ship, and then the black supersition of
the Afr ican Jungle. 11

It is evident that the visions

stemming from fear and guilt, come from Jones' subconscious
mi nd .

The scene depicting the slave marked shows visions

and pantomimes as follows:
[There are middle-aged men who are evidently wellto-do planters. There is one spruce, authoritative individual-the Auctioneer. There is a crowd
of curious spectators •.• There is something stiff,
rigid, unreal, marionettish about their movements.
Finally, a batch of slaves is led in from the left
by an attendant ...
The white planters look them over appraisingly as
if they were cattle, and exchange judgments on
each. All this is done in silence. He m~tions
for Jones to stand on the auction block.] 2
Brown voices the theory that as Jones' panic increased

10

Engel, The Haunted Heroes, p. 53.
11 .
Fisher, O'Neill and His Plays, p. 354.
12 1
0 Neill, The Emperor Jones, Scene v.
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the fears that were presented in visions and pantomime,
became not things in Jones' personal life, but old race
fears. 13

Jones saw himself being sold from the block in

a slave market, just as they had sold his ancestors.

Jones

says Jones: What you all doin', white folks?
all dis? What you all lookin' at me fo?
sellin' me like dey uster befo de war?l4

What's
Is you

Proof of Jones' panic or fear was represented by six
scenes in The Emperor Jones .

The six scenes show the six

progressive stages of Jones' rising terror .

In regards

to the six progressive stages of Jones' fear, Doris Falk
held that As Jones proceeds, lost in the forest he had
thought he knew so well, he is confronted with
one ghost after another from his past, each
representing an aspect of himself or a hidden
motive for his past action, and each of which
can be dispelled only by his firing one of his
six precious bullets. First appear his "little
formless fears," then his guilt, in two visions the ghost of the Negro, Jeff, for whose murder in
a gambling fight he was sent to prison, and the
ghost of the guard whom he killed in his escape
from prison. These three episodes, stemming from
fear and guilt, come from Jones's "personal
unconscious, 11 while the three following ones
emerge from his "collective unconscious . "
He must fire his fourth and fifth bullets to
dispel the vision of a slave auctioneer who
he thinks is about to sell him from the block.
By this time Jones is naked and exhausted; he
13

Brown, H. , "The Emperor Jones, 11 in O'Neill and His
Plays, ed. by O. Cargill, et. al., p. 144-45.
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lies down to rest and is surrounded by a group
of savages - his ancestors - whose voices, beginning
with a low, melancholy murmur, rise in a desperate wail
which Jones first tries to shut from his ears, then
joins, his voice rising above the others. The scene
of this final vision is laid at a stone altar near
a tree. Jones has shed the last layer of his civilized outward self and has gone back to the dark,
primitive world of the unconscious, where physical
and spiritual birth are one. When he has thrown
himself at the foot of the altar to pray, he realizes
that he has returned to the clearing where he entered the forest; he is back where his journey
began. 1115
The peak of O'Neill's technique of visual imagery and
pantomime was displayed in the last scene of the play.

A

Congo wi tch doctor tried to lure Jones to death in a river
where a crocodile god was waiting.

In this scene there is

splendid illustration of the black superstition of the African
jungle t hat Jones has buried deep in his subconscious mind.
O' Neill 's directions for this scene state:
[From behind the trunk of the tree, as if
he had sprung out of it, the figure of the
Congo Witch-Doctor appears ••• He struts
noislessly with a queer prancing step to
a position in the clear ground between Jones
and an altar. Jones looks up, starts to
spring to his feet, reaches a half-kneeling;
half-squatting position and remains rigidly
fixed there, paralyzed with awed fascination
by this new apparition . •• Gradually the
Witch-Doctor's dance becomes clearly one of
a narrative in pantomime ••• He flees, he is
pursued by devils, he hides, he flees again.
Even wilder and wilder becomes his flight,
nearer and nearer draws the pursuing evil,
more and more the spirit of terror gains
possession of him. Jones becomes completely
hypnotized. The whole spirit and meaning of
the dance has entered into him, has become
15
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his spirit. Finally, the theme of the
pantomime halts on a howl of despair, and
it is taken up again in a note of despair,
and it is taken up again in a demand of savage
hope. The forces of evil demand sacrifice. They
must be appeased . The Witch doctor points with
the wand to the sacred tree, to the river beyond,
to the altar, and finally to Jones with ferocious
command. Jones seems to sense the meaning of this.
It is he who must offer himself to the river bank.
He stretches out his arms and calls to some God
within its depths. Then he starts backward slowly,
his arms remaining out. A hugh head of a crocodile
appears over the bank and its eyes, glittering
greenly, fasten upon Jones . He stares into them
fascinatedly. The Witch-Doctor prances with hideous
command toward the waiting monster.
Jones fires at the eyes of the Crocodile. The head
of the crocodile sinks back behind the bank and
disappears.] 16
It is evident that the characters in this scene, as
in other scenes quoted, are creations of Jones' imagination.
Doris Falk verifies that fact.

She states that the dramatic

conflict of The Emperor Jones takes place chiefly within
the mind of the protagonist.

She also acknowledged that the

inner struggle of the character is projected in vital, fast
moving symbolic action and in vivid expressionistic symbols. 17
Further substantiation is found in Fisher's statement.

He

states that "each scene is a vision that Jones' brain conjures
up as terror overwhelms him. 1118
16

0 1 Neill, The Emperor Jones, Scene VII.
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To a lesser degree, though-non-the less evident, is
O'Neill's technique in presenting images and pantomime in
another of his dramas, The Hairy Ape.

Engel elucidates that

O'Neill turned his back upon the naturalistic drama in the
form and method of The Hairy Ape.

He further points out

that O'Neill was convinced that the mass of men
led lives of clamorous desperation, their
attitude being one of bewildered, furious,
baffled defiance. Resembling both Neanderthal
men and chained gorillas, they speak and act
in unison ••.
He saw his common seamen, with a single
exception, virtually as semi-apes; his
powerful ship-captains as brutes with
psychological distempter. 19
Obviously, the interest in this play centers in the
soul struggle of the protagonist, Yank.

In the first scene

Yank is willing to be merely a part of the machines with
which he works.

In contrast to him is his friend Paddy,

who insists that the workers are feeding their lives into
the furnaces along with the coal.

In Act III, O'Neill

presents a contrast between the life of the idle rich and
that of the workers .

O'Neill adds to the effectiveness of

the scene by presenting a number of stokers or workers
shoveling coal into the flaming furnaces; and he emphasizes
the contrast between the life of the idle rich and that of
19

Engel, Haunted Heroes, p. 55.

43
the grimy workers by bringing the millionare's daughter,
Mildred Douglas, down from the first cabin to visit the
stokehole.

Mildred is representative of a world different

from the one to which the workers belong.

When she comes

from t he cool, fresh air of the first cabin to the hot,
murky a tmosphere of the stokehole, and dressed in white,
stand s before the grimy workers, the contrast between the
two wor lds is impressive.

Jay Hubbell states that Yank's

strugg le is the inner conflict of a man who is trying to
emerge from a brutal state of existence in which he can no
longer f ind satisfaction.

He further states that:

When Yank becomes conscious of the barrier between
his world and the world to which Mildred belongs,
he feels that he is hemmed in by bars of steel.
The firemen's forecastle and the cells of the prison
become cages.20
Engel points up the fact that the procession of gaudy
marionettes that Yank met on Fifth Avenue is also a cage
against the bars of which Yank beats in vain.

He also points

out that in these scenes there are splendid illustrations
of d i stortion which result from radiation of the ego. 21
O' Neill, obviously, has allowed surface reality to be
distorted in order that the settings may be seen as they
appe ar to Yank's troubled mind.
20
21
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In scene five one of Yank's friends tried to persuade
him that his grievance was against a class not an individual.
Yank could not comprehend, and continued to seek personal
revenge.

Resorting to violence, he attacked the procession

of showy marionettes, images of the capitalist class, who
emerge from church.

Engel describes these images as they

appeared to Yank:
These men and women were a product of industrialism. They were members of a leisure
class freed both from the absorption of moneygetting and from the greater absorption of the
search for the means of escaping the evils of
money getting.22
O'Neill's directions for the background for this scene
read:
The general effect is of a background of magnificence cheapened and made grotesque by commercialism, a background in tawdry disharmony with the
clear light and sunshine on the street itself.23
Joseph Wood Krutch observed that both The Emperor Jones
and The Hairy Ape are touched by a visionary ecstasy.

In

addition to that observation, he also held that both plays
revealed at some point or other O'Neill's feeling that "drama
did not justify itself unless it did something more than
reproduce facts from life. 1124
22 Engel, op. cit., p. 57.
23 1
0 Neill, The Hairy Ape, Scene V.
24

Joseph Wood Krutch, "Introduction," Nine Plays, by
Eugene O'Neill, p. xv.
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Perhaps one of the most significant aspects of O' Ne ill's
techniques is that one can visualize the inner truth of the
characters.

The writer is of the belief that since O'Neill

was striving for the inner truth of his characters, his
techniques of visual imagery and pantomime were more than
adequate tools to show the reality behind life.

CHAPTER IV

TEC HNIQUE:

SOUNV EFFECTS TO REPRESENT THE EMOTIONS

ANV IVEAS OF THE CHARACTER'S INWARV STRUGGLE

Eugene O'Neill was interested in the unsuccessful
strugg le of man for freedom and a meaning in life.

Critics

agree that he experimented with various techniques as a
means o f communicating to his audience the emotions of his
characte rs.

His plays, The Hairy Ape and The Emperor Jones,

provide some evidence of his versatility and his constant
search for new ways of revealing the emotions and ideas of
his c haracters.

This evidence proves that O'Neill experi-

mented with sound effects as a technique to show the
characters' inward struggle in the aforementioned plays.
O'Neill believed that the complexity of man's inward
struggle required a technique that focused upon his internal
world o f thought.
struggle. "

He was of the opinion that "life is a

Clark, quoting O'Neill, reveals the philosophy

that
Life is a struggle, often, if not usually, unsuccessful struggle; for most of us have something within us which prevents us from accomplishing what we dream and desire ••• l
Obviously, the protagonist in The Hairy Ape had one
dream or desire - to "belong"; to "fit into the social order."
1
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To project the inward struggle of the character in his
attempt to belong, O'Neill experimented with the sound of
the voice.

However calm one appears outwardly, his voice

usually projects his inward emotions or disturbances.
The loud nervous sound of the characters' voices, in The
Hairy Ape, was brought out in Hawthorne's report to New
York Times,

[1922]:

.•• you feel the author's imagination, and
you are impressed with his power and originality. But you also feel a distinct note
of hysteria running through the work. There
is a screech. The speaking voice is raised
a bit beyond normal. It is as though he had
been too long in an atmosphere of strain,
and even horror, too long in the company of
people who are not well in mind and body ••• 2
Indication of a rhythmic quality in the protagonist's
loud, racy, disconnected speech, is evidenced again and
again.

Yank, the protagonist, boasts, "Hell, sure, dat's

my fav'rit climate!

I eat it up!

I get fat on it!"

[Scene 1] and his bitter last confession, "I don't tick,
see?

I'm a busted Ingersoll.

Dat's what" [Scene 7]. 3

Repeatedly, O'Neill's directions for scene three state "The words have a brazen metallic quality as if their
throats were phonograph horns.
of hard laughter . 114
2
3
4

It is followed by a chorus

This technique, seemingly, projects

Hildegarde Hawthorne, New York Times, Aug. 13, 1922, 1750W.
0 1 Neill, The Hairy Ape, Scenes 1 and 7.
.

Ibid., Scene 3.
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the frustrated, emotional behavior pattern of the characters.
Observation of the sounds produced in the stokehole
made clear the inner struggle of the characters.

Clark, in

his evaluation of the scene, is of the opinion that the
lurid stokehold [Scene 3], suggests the inhuman, dissonant,
mechanized elements in modern life - by the tumult, and the
rhythmic sound of the stokers.

5

That O'Neill used sound effects to project the inner
struggle of his characters is indicated in the stage directions for Scene 3 The men shovel ••• This clash of sound stuns one's
ears .•• a mechanical recurrence. There is a
tumult of noise - the brazen clang of the furnace
doors as they are flung open or slammed shut, the
grating, teeth-gritting grind of steel against
steel, of crunching coal. And rising above all,
making the air hum with the quiver of liberated
energy, the roar of leaping flames in the furnaces,
the monotonous throbbing beat of the engines.6
The sound effects used in this scene enhance the
emotional effect.

It is obvious that O'Neill is objectify-

ing the emotional contrast between the laborer and the
upper-class members in the drama.

Winter emphasizes that

O'Neill's characters are struggling against the chains that
bind them to a perverted social system.

He further estab-

lishes that the sounds in the stokehole reveal the complicated
SWi·11·1am
6
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mingling of the characters' emotions, heredity, and
.
t 7
environmen.

O'Neill points up the complicated mingling of the
characters' emotions and environment by projecting a number
of stokers shoveling coal loudly into the flaming furnaces.
He emphasizes the contrast in environment, between the rich
and that of the grimy workers, by bringing Mildred Douglas
down from the first cabin to visit the stokehole.

Mildred

is a representative of a world different than the one to
which the stokers belong.

When she comes from the cool,

fresh air of the cabin to the hot, murky atmosphere of the
stokehole and stands before the grimy workers, the contrast
between the two worlds is impressive. 8
It is logical to assume that at this moment Yank is
made aware of his inefficiencies.

In a fit of anger,

possibly at himself more than at Mildred, Yank, the protagonist, throws his shovel across the room.

It crashes

loudly against the door as Mildred leaves the stokehole.
Mildred's presence brought Yank from his dream-world.

Before

she appeared, the protagonist's shout could be heard above
the roaring of the furnace, the clanging of the shovels,
7
8

Sophus Winter, Eugene O'Neill:

A Critical Study, p. 110.

Hubbell, American Literature, p. 119.

so
the crunching coal and the grating, teeth-gritting grind of
steel against steel.

He was content with his position

because he had faith that he was essential, that he "belonged."
Spiller verifies this belief when he says that "Yank ceases
to think of himself as a man. 119

Subconsciously, Yank knows

that he is being bossed by the men on the top deck who tell
him when to shovel coal, when to take a rest break and when
to start work again.
ing a whistle.

They control him from above by blow-

But to come face-to-face with reality

destroys him.
Sound effect is also a distinguishing technique in
another of O'Neill's dramas, The Emperor Jones.

The emotions

of the protagonist, Jones, seem to flow from the recurrence
of a drum beaten continuously during the greater part of
the action.

The effectiveness of the technique is sub-

stantiated by Doris Falk Nowhere in O'Neill's work is his theatrical
skill more evident than in Jones' flight
through the jungle to the drumbeat which begins at normal pulse rhythm, growing faster
and faster, louder and louder.lo
Revealing the basic truth that underlay the thoughts
and actions of his characters appeared to have been O'Neill's
9

Robert Spiller, Literary History of the United States,
page 68.
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pp. 67-68.
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constant quest.

Evidence points to The Emperor Jones as

the most highly original and imaginative treatment of the
hidden forces that determine the fate of man, forces which
.
.
. . .
.
11
many persons d ismiss
as primitive
or b ar b aric.

The

protagonist in the play is not, in the true sense of the
word, an emperor.

He is one who has "set himself up as

an emperor" in order to get what he wants from the natives
in the West Indies.

He tries desperately to forget how he

acquired his title, his shady past, which was centered around
gambling, cheating, murder and ancestral superstitions in
regards to slavery.

It seems that the protagonist's ancestral

past is the dominant factor in his life, in that he wanted
to rise above the general preconception of the nature of
the primitive Negro.

Although he had made the climb to

success and power, there was still a feeling of insecurity,
a fear that one day his past would catch up with him.

That

O'Neill made the terror, felt by the protagonist, gripping
and real is an agreeable discovery.

The author uses as

sound effects, to project the fear, "five pistol shots and
several hundred thousand taps on a tom-tom."
O'Neill told the idea behind the sound effects used in
The Emperor Jones, in an article to New York World, November
9, 19 24:
11
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One day I was reading of religious feasts in the
Congo and the uses to which the drum is put there:
how it starts at a normal pulse and is slowly intensified until the heartbeat of everyone present
corresponds to the frenzied beat of the drum.
The idea of The Emperor Jones came from an old
circus man I knew. This man told me a story,
current in Hayti, concerning the late President
Sam. This was to the effect that Sam had said
they'd never get him with a lead bullet, that
he would get himself first with a silver one .••
This idea about the silver bullet struck me and
I made note of the story.12
Feeling that the natives would eventually see through his
scheme as "emperor," Jones instilled within them the belief
that an ordinary bullet would not kill him; that he was
invulnerable except to silver bullets.

The writer assumes

that Jones told the natives this for he did not want to be
thought of as a common,ordinary man who could be distroyed
in an ordinary manner.

It is further assumed that silver

was not easily come by, and this fact would give Jones more
time to acquire his fortune.
The natives became tired of Jones and showed their
dissatisfaction by preparing to murder him.

One day when

he returned to his "palace," he found i t deserted.
hills came the faint, steady thump of a tom-tom.
fled to the forest as a means of escape.
12

From the
Jones

The persistent

.
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beat of the tom-tom gets louder and louder as Jones faces
in scene after scene, the ghosts of his own past and that
of his forefathers.

Crazedly seeking his way through the

forest, he goes around in a circle.

Finally, he returns

to his starting point where the natives are waiting.

They

have molded bullets out of silver to destroy the "emperor."
The sound of the gun being fired ends Jones' flight, and the
beat of the drums instantly ceases.
Mr. Walk ley writing in the London Times, [1920],
describes the sensational effect the tom-toms had on the
audie nce:
Great is the influence of rhythm. A persistent
drum beat punctuates The Emperor Jones, beginning slowly, quickening as scene follows scene
culminating in a headlong prestissimo, but never
ceasing for a moment, not even in the intervals
between scenes. Of course your nerves are affected.
You throb responsive to the drum. You have a
feeling of tense expectation. Finally you are
exasperated and yearn only for relief from the
persistent agonizing sound. It is a nightmare.
The whole thing is one eerie sensation, a brutal
attack on the nerves, an impression of power in
its hero [Brutus] that redeems it. It is a superb
performance, a triumph of the uncanny that you
fear will haunt you long.13
It is an established fact that Brutus Jones is impelled
by an overwhelming sense of ambition and fear.

He is super-

stitious, in that he rests securely in the prophecy that the
natives fully believe he is invulnerable except to silver
13
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54
bullets.

He, therefore, is pursued by his own fears and

superstitions.
is fickle."

His fears rest in the fact that "fortune

He feels that one day he will be caught and

punished for his deeds.

He ran from the "bush niggers,"

despising them as part of the life he has turned his back
on, yet also fearing and fleeing from them because they know
his scheme.

During his moment of fear, all that he had

tried to push back into his subconscious mind came before
him.

Jones had made it "part of the game" to feign respect

for the witch doctors while he was on the island "since it
don't git me nothin' to do missionary work for de Baptist
Church. •14

His religious and superstitious beliefs inherited

from his African ancestors were projected in visions before
him.

This belief is further noted in Wilde's statement,

"The auction block, the slave ship, the sacrificial altar
are increasingly foreign to Jones' mind; but they are far
from foreign to the mind of his race which Jones has come
to represent. 1115
The writer assumes that O'Neill used the tom-toms as
a revelation of Brutus' emotions and ideas.

Engel acknowl-

edged that 14
15
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The successive episodes are synchronized with
Jones's revolver, the chamber of which contains
approximately as many cartriges as there are
scenes; as the gun is discharged the scene
changes, approaching the point where the sixth
bullet, th.e silver one, coincides with the
completed reversion to savagery. The beating
tom-tom, like the steamer's whistle in Bound
East for Cardiff, also serves as an important
unifying factor, symbolizing as it does the
pervasive and inescapable presence of the
primitive. Together with the revolver, it
governs the inexorable movement towards the
primeval, spatially and temporally. For the
tom-tom beats in the camp of the "bush niggers"
to which Jones is helplessly drawn, and i t beats
in Jones's body, representing the primitive
blood which charges through his arteries.
Beginning at a rate corresponding to the normal pulse
beat and only faintly heard, it becomes perceptibly louder and more rapid as Jones becomes
increasingly terror-stricken, as his visions
are regressively aboriginali as he approaches the
camp of the "bush niggers." 6
Further substantiation of the belief that O'Neill used
sound effects to project the ideas and emotions of his
characters is pointed out by Carpenter, who had this to say
about the techniques used Two dramatic devices succeed in unifying the
separate scenes of the play, and in fusing the
physical and the psychological elements of it.
The steady background beating of the tom-toms
has become famous. Beginning in the first
scene, "It starts at a rate exactly corresponding to normal pulse beat - 75 to the minute and continues at a gradually accelerating rate
from this point uninterruptedly to the very
end of the play." Realizing artistically the
union of physical and psychological, it produces
a quasi-musical effect .•• and ends suddenly with
the shooting of the emperor at the end of the

16
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play. Synchronized with the tom-torn, the six
shots from the emperor's revolver - ending with
the shooting of the magic silver bullet at the
end - punctuate the scenes of the play. Each
shot is both physical and psychological, dramatizing some former act of violence, and some
present discharge of hatred or of panic.
Having told the "bush niggers" that only a
silver bullet could kill him, the emperor himself uses a silver bullet to kill the crocodile
of his primitive fears ••• These dramatic and
powerful devices have made this "the most
17
perfectly theatrical of all O'Neill's plays ••• "
O'Neill's The Emperor Jones also triumphed as an opera.
Describing this scene the New York Herald,

[1928], has this

to say:
The practical agents of Jones' doom, who
shoot him down in O'Neill's last act, become
in the opera, an agency more symbolic and
even in presence more Greek. The chorus
placed in the orchestra pit, or immovable and
decorative on the stage, is practically invisible to the audience .
In the orchestral
prelude the voices rise from the pit condemning Jones 'Dis Man Muss Die' and swearing
vengeance upon him. As the opera proceeds,
at certain special moments the chorus reiterates
threats and prophecies, with the effect of an
immense crescendo. As this motive of retribution develops and gains in power, the bodies
of the blacks emerge from the orchestra ••• ~he
savage triumphal songs of four tribes intermingle, grow fainter, echo from the distance.
The stage is silent and empty as the curtain
falls.18
O'Neill's technique of sound effects reveals that the
disruptive agencies lie for the most part within man himself.
17

F. I. Carpenter, Eugene O'Neill, New York:
Publishers, 1964, pp. 89-92.
18

Twayne

Katzin, Winifred, "The Great God O'Neill," New York
Herald, [Jan. 8, 1928], 413-73.
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The writer i s of the opinion that fear was the d isrup tive
facto r in The Emperor Jones .

In another of O' Neill's

plays under observation, The Hairy Ape, the consciousness
of inferiority is obviously the controlling factor.
Substantiati on of this belief is furnished by Robert Spiller When Yank realized that the world was unaware
of him as a man ••. unaware of his existence;
when h e came to doubt that he had any function
in a world he could not understand, he ceased
to think of himself as a man.19
It was through sound effects that fear and inferiority were
intensified .

Both plays, The Emperor Jones and The Hairy

Ape, have protagonists impelled by an overwhelming sense
of f ear and i n fe riority causing inner conflicts.

It is

furth er estab lished that Eugene O'Neill's techniques of
sound effects also projected the inner emotions and ideas
of hi s characters.

The techniques used helped to point

up the fact that " life is a struggle, " by focusing upon
the c haracters' internal world of thought.

19

Ro b ert Spiller, Literary History of the United Sta tes,
New York: 1953, p. 68.

CONCLUSION

Eugene O'Neill shed light upon the inner conflicts
of his characters by the use of various techniques.

The

techniques, sound effects, symbolic names, soliloquy,
asides, the mask, and visual imagery, projected a profound
and often disturbing view of life.

In The Emperor Jones,

The Hairy Ape, and The Great God Brown, O'Neill's techniques were symbolic names and the mask as signs of inner
reality.

He used the technique of soliloquy and asides in

Strange Interlude and The Hairy Ape, to show contrasts
of emotions and thoughts.

Sound effects, visual imagery,

and pantomime were techniques used in The Emperor Jones
and The Hairy Ape.

The techniques visual imagery and

pantomime made the characters' hidden thoughts visible.
The sound effects were used to represent the emotions and
ideas of the characters' inward struggle.
When O'Neill experimented with techniques to project
the problems of modern man, he broke away from the conventions of the stage.

He violated all rules by using the mask,

asides and symbolic names to explore the hidden meanings of
the human personality.

Even though masks are as old as the

theater, O'Neill used them as a psychological device for
exhibiting the different selves of a single person.

Perhaps

the most significant example of O'Neill's technique of the
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mask was d isplayed in the drama The Great God Brown.
Here, t he p rotagonist, Brown, unable to communicate with
his parents, friends, or loved ones, dons a mask to hide
his inner or true self from the world.

With the mask he

was ab le t o assume the personality that he had longed for.
O'Neil l regarded the mask as a "symbol of inner reality,
the a bstraction and projection of unconscious forces within
the character. 11 20
Another of the techniques that O'Neill experimented
with was that of the aside and soliloquy.

This technique

was us ed most effectively in Strange Interlude.
used it to replace the masks.

O'Neill

In Strange Interlude, it was

observed that as the actor spoke his inner thoughts, all the
other characters on stage froze, or remained silent and
motion less, to indicate a suspension of life.

This amazing

device, the writer discovered, was used as a revelation of
the mi nd of the characters.
Critics agree that O'Neill achieved a remarkable concentration of dramatic power through sound effects and
visual imagery in The Emperor Jones and The Hairy Ape.
beating t om-tom
unifying f actor.

in The Emperor Jones serves as an important
The writer attempted to establish the

fact that it symbolizes the inescapable presence of the
20

The

Engel, Haunted Heroes of Eugene O' Neill, p. 66.
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primitive in the main character, Brutus.

Further evidence

proved that t h ere is also in The Emperor Jones and The Hai ry
Ape, the ob jectification of the contents of the characters'
haunted minds.

The writer concluded that O'Neill used

visions to p roject the emperor's biological past.

In The

Hairy Ape, surface reality is distorted in order that one
may s ee the settings as they appeared to Yank's [the protagoni st] troubled mind.
It seems evident that all of O'Neill's characters were
aspiring to t he good or better life, but "the shackles of
the pas t" were too strong for them.

The techniques used

by O' Neill o b viously gave dramatic reality to the inner
struggles of the characters to free themselves from the
forces that caused them to be restless or discontent.

In

this s tudy t he writer has attempted to prove that O'Neill
experimented with many dramatic techniques in an effort to
project the inner world of his characters.

In so doing,

critics agree, he was instrumental in breaking down the
rather a~~i6 icial boundaries of the stage.

His techniques,

seemingly, encouraged experimentation in other American
dramati sts.
In hi s attempt to free the dramatists from the limitations of t h e stage, O'Neill resorted to Freud and new insights
into the sub conscious.

This is especially noticeable in
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Strange Interlude and The Great God Brown.

Proof that he

let loose primitive emotions in The Emperor Jones and The
Hairy Ape, has been established.
That he pictured his characters as not being strong
enough to meet their destiny; and as being trapped by a
false philosophy that robbed them of their place in society,
is substantiated by the critic Barrett Clark, whose proof
is given in Chapter II, page 32 of this study.

Clark

observed that O'Neill's technique was to expose imaginatively
a chain of events in which a few people exhibit their inner
conflicts, or their thoughts and motives over a long period
of years.

21

Clark's theory seems to sum up the inner

conflicts of O'Neill's characters Life begins; i t offers us problems, joys,
tragedies; i t seems to take shape occasionally as a thing of beauty, but oftener as
a senseless and cruel joke; yet it is a fascinating process, a great adventure. The puppets
we call ourselves are momentarily self-important
with their schemes for overcoming death and
avoiding unhappiness, but toward the end they
lose bit by bit their desires and the fierce
impulses of youth, declining slowly into a
sunset period in which peace alone seems worth
having.22
Engel, as .the writer has pointed out, reveals that O'Neill
imparted to the American audience an awareness of psychological, philosophical, and religious problems which the commercial

21
22

Barrett H. Clark, The Man and His Plays, p. 176.
Ibid.
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theater had never dared concern itself.

23

It is the opinion of Fisher and other critics that
O'Neill went further than any other American dramatist in
seeking and realizing deep and bitter psychological truths
that modern American men and women need to stop and face.
It seems logical to assume that O'Neill, in his techniques
to show inner conflicts, was speaking to modern America.
The inner conflicts of modern man seem to be always at hand.
Certainly insights which O'Neill's techniques reveal seem
illuminating in understanding and resolving conflicts.
O'Neill's influence on American life and thought should
not be underestimated.

The writer trusts this study will

not only sharpen the insight of the reader in the techniques
of this inf.requently attempted type drama, but will be of
valuable assistance to scholars interested in interpreting
the underlying meanings in the works of Eugene O'Neill and
in understanding humanity in a different light.

23

Engel, Haunted Heroes of Eugene O'Neill, p. 300.
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